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A CLASSROOM TOOL
THAT'S ALIVE, MOTIVATING AND
NEVER DULL!
Sue Whitney

A Port Huron area teacher approached
me after my workshop for the Blue Water
Reading Council and said,"/ just can 't believe
how well my third graders liked using a
newspaper, they were so excited!"
Newspapers always produce unexpected
results in the classroom. The color pictures
never fail to draw interested eyes, and the
variety of stories captivate young minds.
Every school year while teachers are
looking for that special something to
motivate students and turn them on to
learning, newspaper publishers and editors
are developing new ideas to attract readers.
The interaction between the two institutions,
newspaper and education, is growing each
year.
My job at the Detroit Free Press involves
dealing directly with thousands of educators
a year. From these conversations, I have
gathered some questions asked frequently by
teachers interested in using multiple copies of
newspapers in their class.
What 1s the reading level of a
newspaper?
There is every reading level in a
newspaper! Years ago European immigrants
used newspapers to teach themselves the
English language. They used a pattern

teachers can follow in the classroom . Start
doing activities in the areas of the newspaper
that is close to the reading level of the
students. Lower reading levels can be found
by using the comic section, photographs and
captions, and simple headlines and words.
Build on those initial activities. News stories
are generally from 4th to 7th grade.
How do I prepare and start a newspaper
unit?
First find out how much experience your
class has had with newspapers. This can be
done by asking your students two questions:
Do they get a daily newspaper at home?
What do they like to read in a newspaper?
The second question is needed, because some
students have a newspaper in their home, but
have never bothered to pick it up!
Classrooms where students have had
limited exposure to newspapers will need
many initial exploratory activities done in a
group setting . Group activities such as
newspaper scavenger hunts acquaint
students with the different parts of a
newspaper, the variety of information that
can be found, and how to use an index. If
students are familiar with a newspaper, just a
few activities to spark their interest are
needed.
Teachers should decide what goal or
goals they want to achieve with the
newspaper. Decide what day or days of the
week the newspapers will be used and how
long, then call and order multiple copies of
the newspaper. The quality of students' work
increases when they have a current copy of a
newspaper to call their own.
A few years ago when I first began at the
Free Press, I sat down and listened to a first
rate teacher named Gloria McCormick
describe her formula for using the newspaper
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How can students learn to read a news
story?
Sometimes students have heard the
question, "What is the main idea?", so
frequently, that it loses its effectiveness. To
accomplish the same goal, and work on
higher level thinking skills ask questions that
make the students interpret information
rather than just repeat sentences they've
read. The Fall 1985 Newsletter of the
Candian Daily Newspaper Publishers
Association includes these: What is being
said? What are the issues? What is the aim of
the writer, is it to persuade, explain, report or
analyze? What do you think?.
Gloria McCormick wrote a book for us
titled Current Events and Reading
Comprehension using the Newspaper.
One worksheet serves as a problem solving
model. It asks students, what is the problem?
Define the problem, gather data about it. List
alternative solutions, what would be the
consequences of your solutions? Included in
this worksheet is a quotation from E.C. Kelly,
"Many of us have been trained not to respect
our own thinking but to feel that we have to
depend on the thinking of others." The
purpose of talking .a nd writing about articles
in the newspaper is to teach students to be
informed citizens making their own decisions,
and opinions.
Educators like to hear what experiences
other teachers have had during a newspaper
unit, what are some?
• Students in a suburban high school
alternative program went from an initial
blase' reaction to working in a newspaper to
creating quite an uproar a few months later
when the newspaper was dropped for a short
time.
• After completing a newspaper unit, a
boy told his teacher he was buying
newspapers himself at a party store near his
home!
• A teacher of learning disabled children
in an elementary building was faced with
several upper elementary age students
reading at a low level who intensely disliked
textbook reading material. Starting in
October, she used the newspaper every
Monday for the school year. The first weeks
the students were asked simply to take out the
sports section and find a picture from the
Lion's football game the day before. The
teacher then asked the students to find the

with her adult education students in Anchor
Bay. I have repeated her method many times
in workshops and found it adapts to
newspaper use in all areas of the curriculum,
at all levels of education and in traditional
and alternative types of programs. Gloria
has four components in a 60 minute time
period devoted to newspaper use.
1. Classtime begins as students walk in
the door and take a newspaper from a stack
next to the door. The students have about ten
minutes to read what they want to read in the
paper. By doing this the students settle down
and are ready for learning; they are also
working and reading independently.
2. Either before class or as the students
are reading, Gloria selects a newspaper
article that is either topical or fits in with her
newspaper unit goals. The class is asked to
read the article and a discussion is held. Class
discussions not only teach students how to
give opinions in front of others, but it teaches
students to listen and respect what others
have to say. How to read for information and
differentiate between facts are skills to be
taught at this time.
3. The biggest part of the hour is spent by
having the students do a preplanned
structured activity directly related to the
goals set for newspaper use. Most major
newspapers have complimentary work books
in many areas of the curriculum, and
teachers' stores also have materials.
Sometimes the activities can be done as a
group or independently.
4. Students have time the last 5-10
minutes of class to work on a long term
activity involving journal keeping. Gloria has
the students keep track of articles that relate
to current events in economic, cultural, social,
religious and political areas. I have seen
other long term activities that are geared for
younger students such as: cutting favorite
recipes from the food section each week, then
just before Mother's Day sorting them and
classifying the recipes to make a cook book
for their mother. Students can track prices of
fresh produce from fol I to spring, or track
temperatures in certain .cities in the southern
and northern hemispheres. Have students
keep note of President Reagan's trips,
speeches, and stands on issues. This area had
no limit of ideas.

11

names of the people in the picture. After a
few weeks , when they were comfortable
doing that, the students read the caption
under the picture out loud. Next, students
read the caption and story headline each
week until they mastered it with ease. Around
Christmas the students started reading the
caption, headline and the first few
paragraphs. Finally, in January, as the
Superbowl approached, I observed the class.
They were taking turns reading the whole
story out loud, when unfamiliar words were
encountered the students eagerly deciphered
them in their excitement over the content of
the story. One 6th grade boy that had been a
part of this program noticed a Sports
-Illustrated magazine at home featuring Billy
Sims on the cover. He picked it up and read
the whole article · himself. He commented
later that it took him 30 minutes to read the
article while it only took his father five
minutes, but he read the whole thing! Reading
had always been a chore, now his interest in
reading was growing.
What research has been done with
classes using newspaper for instruction and
what are the results?
James Sawyer of the International
Reading Association wrote two years ago
that "All studies prove there is a correlation
between grade point average and the skill of
reading a newspaper f9r information."
The American Newspaper Publishers
Association in 1981 found that focused,
consistent use of newspapers increases
motivation, increases knowledge of current
affairs and increases reading and math_skills.
A 1982 study by the National Advertising
Bureau found that students who used the
newspaper in elementary and secondary
grades upon becoming adults, 2 out of 3 of
them became newspaper subscribers. In a
group of adults that had no classroom
newspaper exposure, one out of five were
presently newspaper subscribers.
What ore the effects of using the
newspaper as a textbook? Al Wilson is a
nationally known Illinois principal who has
been instrumental in using the St. Louis Globe
Democrat as a textbook for grades 2-6 in
math, science, reading, language arts and
social studies. Textbooks provide the
guidelines for what to teach in the
newspaper.

Mr. Wilson conducted research on this
unique newspaper usage and wrote the
following: "Isn't it possible that because of
the daily newspapers timeliness and wide
range of topics-orange that touches in one
way or another nearly every subject that is
pertinent to our existence-this device,
properly used as a teaching instrument, could
be more effective than textbooks? What
would be the effect of using a daily
newspaper as principal source material for
students in all their courses, from social
studies to arithmetic, from science to
grammar? Would students using the daily
newspaper as a text with the regular textbook
relegated to a supplementary position
perform better than students who use only the
usual structure?"
Research was begun on a group of sixth
grade students where no newspaper use
occurred and another group of sixth grade
students using the newspaper as a textbook.
The study began in the Fall of 1965 and ended
· as school closed in 1966. The student exposed
The study began in the Fa 11 of 1965 and ended
as school closed in 1966. The student exposed
to the newspapers ended at a 6-9 (Sixth year,
ninth month) level. The group unexposed to
newspapers ended at a 6-5, (sixth year, fifth
, month). What is interesting to note is that the
exposed group started at a 5-3 level, while
the unexposed newspaper group started at a
5-4 level in the Fall.
For teachers under Al Wilson they have
found the use of the newspaper as a text
"restricted only by the ingenuity of students
and instructors." Al Wilson concludes, "ft
seemed to us that since the students were
working with real-life situtations, many come
to understand for the first time why it is
important, indeed, necessary, to learn about
the world in which they live.''
Textbook vs Newspaper
The function of educational systems is to
prepare students for the day, when diploma
in hand, they face the world on their own.
Research indicates students' past exposure to
newspapers in a classroom makes a
difference. Educators, answer the following,
(tongue in cheek), questions pertaining to
your adult reading habits:
When was the last textbook you read that
was so good you couldn't put it down?
(Continued on Page 25)
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READING TO THINK AND
THINKING TO READ
(Continued from Page 20)

Supported inferences help children to
arrive at "warranted" conclusions. These
skills do not develop by chance, they are
taught. Going beyond the "suggested"
questions in the manual affords teachers the
freedom to teach thinking and reading
simultaneously. This is possible at any grade
level where reading is taught. Only the level
of content and the extent to which
questioning is carried will vary.
Do yourself and the children a kindness.
Teach reading skills and thinking skills
concurrently. Create on environment for
reading and thinking which goes well beyond
recall. Don 't be bound to the suggested
questions in the teacher's manual. Teach
them to think criticaliy.

A CLASSROOM TOOL
THAT'S ALIVE, MOTIVATING AND
NEVER DULL!
(Continued from Page 12,
Do you feel you haven't started your day,
without first skimming a textbook?
Did you use a textbook
... to get a job,
... to pion a meal,
... to help you decide who to vote for
in on election,
... or to find a place to live?
Every student's classroom life needs
balance. A time for organized, sequential,
programmed learning and a time to:
• test their skill in real life reading
material
• see words beyond the control led
vocabulary of their textbooks
• feel in touch with events in the world
and
• feel the joy of reading!
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